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Message from COGEL’s PresidentMessage from COGEL’s President

Most of us are familiar with the saying, “no man 
is an island,” first written nearly 400 years ago by 
the English poet, John Donne. This warning against 
isolationism seems especially poignant for many of 
us today after almost two years of social distancing, 
telework, and restrictions on travel. For me, it is also 
a literal warning because I live on an actual island 
(Aquidneck Island) where it is customary to politely 
decline attendance at any event that requires crossing 
a bridge. Owing to both geography and the pandemic, 
it has been all too easy for me to become cut off from 
the healthy flow of issues and ideas from other areas, 
and to forget that my community extends across 
bridges, state lines, and borders. 

The dangers of isolationism, or “living in one’s own 
bubble,” as we often call it today, are very real and 
on display with each day’s news cycle. Those within 
each respective bubble, or living on different islands, 
display seemingly insurmountable differences of 
opinion regarding the role of government, election 
integrity, ethical norms, religion, and even science 
itself. The unwillingness of people to listen to 
opposing views or engage others in meaningful 

dialogue on these subjects, to cross a bridge, presents 
a clear and present danger to society as we know it. 
Our organization, COGEL, offers a shining example of 
how to address and remedy this dangerous path to 
balkanization. COGEL members are not only open to 
hearing competing viewpoints and experiences from 
around the continent, but we actively seek them out 
to increase our understanding of issues and make 
better decisions. This issue of The Guardian, and our 
upcoming live, virtual COGEL Conference, offer a 
useful window to explore how others are facing the 
same challenges we face while pursuing identical 
goals, albeit often in very different atmospheres. 
Participating in COGEL helps us to understand that, 
despite our differences, we are not alone if we work 
together. None of us is an island . . . even if some of us 
happen to live on one.  

  
  Jason Gramitt
  COGEL President &
  Executive Director and 
  Chief Prosecutor
  Rhode Island Ethics Commission

2021 ANNUAL COGEL CONFERENCE
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By popular demand of COGEL membership, the 2021 
Annual COGEL Conference will be held in a virtual, 
live-streamed format December 6th – 8th, 2021! The 
virtual conference will include over three hours of live 
content each day.

The 2021 Annual COGEL Conference will feature three 
outstanding Plenary sessions and seven informative 
and engaging panel discussions, including the 
always popular table topics (where members will 
have a chance to mingle and visit with their COGEL 
colleagues).

The Annual Membership Meeting will be held on 
December 8th at 12:30 pm Eastern/9:30 am Pacific. 
Plan on participating to hear all of the work done on 
behalf of COGEL this year and plans for 2022. 

You don’t want to miss this year’s conference. Visit 
www.cogel.org to learn more about the educational 
sessions. Register today!
  

2021 COGEL Conference Co-chairs

  

   
         Jennie Skelton         Kerrie Stillman
       
 

Would you like to become more 
involved in COGEL? 

Here’s your chance! COGEL is looking 
for volunteers on all of our committees. 

Visit our website at 
www.cogel.org 

to sign up today!

http://www.cogel.org 


THE BOTS ARE COMING! THE BOTS ARE COMING! NOPE, THEY 
ARE HERE AND SOMETHING NEEDS TO BE DONE 
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Over 245 years ago, Paul Revere rode through towns 
of Massachusetts warning of the coming dangers of 
an attack. One thing that hasn’t changed since that 
historic ride is the need to ring the alarm bell with 
fellow citizens about pending dangers from hostile 
foreign actors.

One of the biggest dangers facing the American 
electorate in the social media age is political 
disinformation and misinformation. But it is the 
spread of it that is the true underlying danger. The 
carriers of the infectious disinformation campaigns 
are the small bits of computer code known 
collectively as “bots.”  

Bots have seeped into our daily lives seamlessly 
with between 9-15% of all Twitter accounts being 
bots. In its basic form, a bot is a delivery method of 
information. And bots aren’t all bad. They look for 
deals for us while shopping. They index the web. But 
in the political arena, unlike other delivery methods of 
political messaging like TV ads or mail, the recipient is 
microtargeted with individualized targeted messages 
on a nearly nonstop basis. More importantly, 
far from knowing that the sender of the political 

advertisement is a bot—potentially a bot used by a 
foreign actor—the recipient is geared to believe the 
sender is an actual person with genuine personal 
beliefs. 

The insidious nature of bots creates false grassroots 
movements while obscuring the true disseminating 
point with fictional online identities. In their worst 
form, bots amplify falsehoods with no accountability 

in a deceptive and viral way quickly. This has had 
a direct 
impact on 
our political 
decision 
making and 
voting.

According to 
a recent Pew 
Research 
Center 
study, about 
one in five 
Americans 
gets their 
political information primarily from social media. 
And individuals who rely mainly on social media 
for their news are those who are least likely to be 
registered voters (only 71%), compared to those who 
get their news from television (79%) or newspapers 
(84%). Foreign actors knowing these facts proliferate 
disinformation about the electoral process, 
candidates, and the validity of outcomes. As election 
results get closer and microtargeting gets more 
sophisticated, this disparity of potential nonvoters can 
swing elections. 

That is why foreign actors use social media bots so 
effectively in undermining the foundations of our 
democracy at home and abroad. 

In 2020, the General Assembly of Maryland enacted 
model legislation to rein in the abuse of bots with 
the simplest of concepts. DISCLOSURE. Maryland has 
been leading the way regarding social media use in 
the political arena. For instance, Maryland was one 
of the first states to allow campaigns to disseminate 
their messages via social media. However, the use 
of new technologies by campaigns or other actors 
mustn’t sacrifice the principles of the voter’s right to 
know.  
 
As Louis Brandeis once wrote, sunlight is the best 
disinfectant. Once bots are exposed for what they 
are – just computer code programmed to influence 
and alter reality – they lose their power. Disclosure 
laws can provide the needed sunlight. They expose 

who the actors behind the bots are. They spotlight the 
method of persuasion. And they shine on the messages 
themselves. Only with disclosure can we slow the flow 
of disinformation and rebuild trust in the institutions 
protecting our democracy.   

To paraphrase Thomas Jefferson, an informed 
electorate is a prerequisite to a democracy. Like it 
or not, social media is a vital communication tool to 
keep our electorate informed. Maryland’s bot law 
gives the voter the knowledge necessary to make 
informed decisions regarding the political messages 
they see. First, the law requires notice that the political 
message in your feed is actually from a bot and not 
a real person. Second, the law requires disclosure of 
who controls the bot that sent the message, whether 
it is a political committee, an individual, or some other 
entity. This small step will significantly slow the spread 
of the disinformation campaign.  

We cannot rely solely on social media companies 
to police their platforms with altruistic intents of 
eliminating disinformation. If we fail to erect strong 
defenses now, foreign actors will see this as an 
invitation to engineer digital misinformation to shape 
our very perception of political and social reality. 
We must hold the actors that use these deceptive 
methods to influence your fundamental right to vote 
accountable. Bots know no borders or the difference 
between federal, state, or local office. Bots know only 
one thing: deception. The rest of the country should 
follow Maryland’s lead and pull back the curtain 
to reveal the true identity of people behind that 
influence.  

   Jared DeMarinis
   Maryland State Board of   
   Elections
   Candidacy & Campaign Finance  
   Division Director
 

In Memoriam

Frank Reiche, Election Law Enforcement 
Commission’s first chairman, a former 
Federal Elections Commission Chairman, and 
one-time COGEL president, passed away on 
April 17, 2021.

Between 9-15% of 
Twitter accounts 
are bots.

One in five Americans 
gets their political 
information on social 
media.

Follow us on Follow us on 
Twitter!Twitter!

@COGELinfo@COGELinfo

STAY INFORMED...



The Anticorruption Manual: 
A Guide for State Prosecutors 
provides a comprehensive 
overview of investigating, charging, 
and trying corruption cases. While 
its focus is primarily on criminal 
enforcement, chapters also 
address the ethical and effective 
management of concurrent (or 
parallel) proceedings and the use 
of administrative remedies to 
address corruption. 

The Manual compiles the expertise 
of 35 authors, including former and 
current federal, state, and local 
prosecutors, as well as civil and 
administrative enforcers and law 
school professors. One chapter—
by Darrin Sobin, the former and 
first-ever Director of Washington, 
D.C.’s Board of Ethics and 
Governmental Accountability—
provides an inside view on 
both the legal requirements 
and practical management of 
governmental ethics agencies. 

The 600-plus page book 
includes: 

• In-depth analyses and 
examples of corruption 
enforcement involving specific 
factual contexts, including 
corruption arising in the 
legislative, executive, or judicial 
branches of the government, 
local government, government 
contracts, unions, elections, and 
law enforcement. 

• Guidance about the ethical 
and effective management 
of corruption investigations 
by prosecutors, including 
when and how to transition 
from covert to overt stages 
of an investigation, the use of 

investigative tools ranging from 
undercover operations to wiretaps, 
and concurrent proceedings. 

• Surveys and analyses 
of federal, state, and territory 
statutes most likely to be charged 
in corruption cases. 

• Chapters focusing on 
several aspects of trial practice 
that are important in corruption 
cases—jury addresses and 
the introduction of complex 
financial records—along with a 
comprehensive chapter describing 
likely defenses in corruption cases 
and how to counter them. 

• Descriptions of ethical and 
strategic issues that may be more 
likely to arise in corruption cases, 
including how to ethically engage 
with the media and considerations 
to weigh in determining when to 

bring charges. 

• An exploration of using 
non-criminal enforcement 
mechanisms to address corruption, 
including government ethics 
boards, federal civil racketeering 
actions, asset forfeiture, and 
proceedings to remove corrupt 
officials from office or debar 
entities that engaged in corrupt 
acts. 

To introduce readers to The 
Anticorruption Manual, the 
National Association of Attorneys 
General (NAAG) is publishing 
a series of articles about state 
corruption enforcement on its 
website.

NAAG is thrilled to offer COGEL 
members a $50 discount off the 
retail price of $125. Simply enter 
the discount code COGEL2021 
when purchasing via the NAAG 
website. The Manual is also 
available on Amazon.com and 
at other retailers, and additional 
discounts are available for bulk 
purchases. 

Amie Ely, Director, Center for 
Ethics & Public Integrity, National 
Association of Attorneys General, 
and coeditor of The Anticorruption 
Manual: A Guide for State 
Prosecutors (aely@naag.org)

THE ANTICORRUPTION MANUAL: AN IMPORTANT NEW TOOL IN 
THE FIGHT AGAINST CORRUPTION 
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Over the last half decade, “conflict of interest” has 
become a common enough term you might even 
hear it at a cocktail party, sandwiched between a 
conversation about New York rents and a speculative 
discussion about the next season of Succession. (Full 
disclosure: I haven’t been to too many cocktail parties 
-- or ANY parties -- lately. And by “lately”, I mean 18 
months. Or is it 18 years? I can’t tell anymore.) 

I’d love to think the increased attention to ethics was 
caused by the hilarious informative videos my agency 
produces. But I think probably it had more to do 
with the attention that a norm-evading White House 
invited into our breathless cable news cycle. 
Increased awareness! Increased interest! That’s music 
to a training director’s ears. 

But these “gifts” have 
brought new challenges 
in getting the word out 
for ethics agencies. A 
decade ago, we were 
just trying to make 
people aware of our 
existence. Now we’re 
trying to help people 
understand what we do 
and what we DON’T do, 
and we’re fighting to show that what we do can be 
useful to them. 

As people become more aware of your agency and 
the good work you do, they’ll turn to you when they 
have problems or think they see misconduct. They’ll 
start engaging you on social platforms about things 
which may or may not be under investigation. They’ll 
allege things that have nothing to do with the law you 
enforce. They’ll want status updates on complaints 
they made last month. And these would-be allies can 
get frustrated when they don’t immediately get the 
answer they demand. 

So, a couple of thoughts:
As awareness of government ethics ticks up, be ready 
for calls from people with real concerns who should 
not be calling you, either because they’re not covered 
by your law, or because their concern is not covered 
by it. You need to have ways to quickly steer them in 
the right direction in order to avoid wasting their time 

and the time of your staff.  This might involve tweaks 
to your logo or your agency bio on social media, or 
your automated phone menu, if your agency has one. 
The Honolulu Ethics Commission has a great page on 
its website called “What we do and what we don’t 
do,” which explains, well, you get it. 

And, while we want to get through these ill-targeted 
calls ASAP, we also want to do so politely and with 
a drop of empathy. For some people, this call will 
be their first and only impression they get of your 
agency, so try to generate some positive vibes.

On social media, we should generally try to respond 
to everything people post to us. That’s what makes it 
social, right? But sometimes you have to balance the 

need for good engagement 
with other priorities. 

Allegations of misconduct 
need to be steered in the 
right direction, but not in any 
way that offers an opinion on 
the merits of the allegation, 
since you don’t want to give 
the impression that your 
agency renders judgments 
on violations before a full 

consideration of the facts. Responding to comments 
on settled cases also needs a light touch: policy nerds 
love to armchair quarterback your enforcement 
process and there is rarely a response perfect 
enough to quench such a person’s desire to be the 
smartypants who gets the last word. 

Lastly, as far as messaging tactics are concerned, I 
think that all of the attention to ethics in government 
over the last five years has ironically made appeals 
to idealism less effective. It’s easy to marshal the 
momentary attention needed to retweet a scandalous 
allegation of corruption. It’s hard to sustain interest in 
that issue while investigations and prosecutions take 
their due course. Meanwhile, as more questions of 
integrity pop up in the discourse it can seem like no 
one’s doing anything about any of it! Why should one 
aspire to the ideals of public service when it seems 
the most powerful public servants do not? Idealism 
seems like a sucker’s game when you’re the only one 
playing. 

WHEN ETHICS IS A HOT TOPIC



So if you can’t sell ideals, sell utility! Use 
your stories and hypos and teaching 
moments to show participants how ethics 
laws make their work in government 
better and easier. The law doesn’t just 
protect the workings of government, 
it protects government workers. Each 
government worker has a boss. Each 
government worker is also a consumer of 
government services. Each government 
worker would have a harder time doing 
their job if the public they served thought 
their professional judgment was captured 
by outside personal interests. Gifts rules, 
for example, can be framed in this light 
as less about preventing public servants 
from sliding into corruption than about 
offering a clear way to keep professional, 
arm’s-length relationships both 
professional and arm’s-length.

We live in strange times. But strange or 
not, it has always been true that ethics 
agencies need good stakeholder buy-in 
to be successful. A public servant who 
believes in your agency’s work will seek 
your advice. A public servant who has 
doubts about your agency might not. In 
this moment when there is much talk 
about ethics, but perhaps not enough 
information, let’s make sure we’re giving 
our stakeholders what they need to 
continue to turn to us. 

  Alex Kipp
  Director of   

 Education &   
 Engagement

  New York City   
  Conflicts of   
  Interest Board

Alex Kipp, Director of Education & 
Engagement at the New York City 
Conflicts of Interest Board, leads a team 
that teaches classes, creates videos, print, 
social media, and eLearning content and 
conducts lots and lots of webinars for New 
York City’s 325,000+ public servants. His 
work has been described by at least one 
elected official as “impeccably deranged,” 
which, Alex hopes, is supposed to be a 
compliment.

Dear COGEL friends,

As the world grapples with misinformation and threats to 
democratic processes, mascots from across the globe have 
been in the thick of these human struggles.

Mascots have frequently joined the fight against COVID, 
with mascots both live and costumed publicly receiving 
vaccines. While we have not seen a return of CDC mascot 
Wellbee, mascots in Japan and Korea were on the streets 
and subways promoting mitigation measures. Meanwhile 
on Twitter, the digital personification of frozen meat sheets 
took up the mantle as a COVID misinformation watchdog. 
In some places, that role may be a more dangerous 
undertaking, as illustrated by the apparent disappearance 
of Brazil’s vaccine mascot.

Mascots also appear at the very center of democratic civic 
life – elections. The UK has a long tradition of satirical, 
mascot-like candidates, including in the appearance of 
Elmo, Count Binface, and Lord Buckethead at the Prime 
Minister’s most recent victory speech. While not actually 
running for office, Philly’s own Gritty became an election 
icon in 2020. Unofficial Gritty(s) and Philly Elmo, along with 
some dancing mailboxes, captivated the world as votes 
were counted in the birthplace of America.

We may be fuzzy and cute, but mascots make important 
information more engaging and can add a much-needed 
dose of humor to the human experience. I hope to bring 
that energy to COGEL 2022!

Love,
Ethel the Ethics Seal (@EthicsSeal on Twitter)
Semi-official mascot, City of Philadelphia Board of Ethics

Ethel’s CornerEthel’s Corner

https://www.cbssports.com/college-football/news/lsus-live-tiger-mascot-mike-vii-is-fully-vaccinated-against-covid-19/
https://philadelphia.cbslocal.com/2021/04/04/philadelphia-eagles-mascot-swoop-gets-covid-19-vaccine-on-easter-sunday/
https://www.cdc.gov/museum/history/wellbee.html
https://www.cdc.gov/museum/history/wellbee.html
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/meet-koronon-japans-pink-mascot-fights-covid-19-180977713/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x7GN38joFo0
https://www.wsj.com/articles/steak-umm-emerges-as-unlikely-coronavirus-misinformation-watchdog-11586300943
https://apnews.com/article/health-conspiracy-theories-jair-bolsonaro-coronavirus-pandemic-brazil-8f360494ef5d1320a7618499d24512e1
https://apnews.com/article/health-conspiracy-theories-jair-bolsonaro-coronavirus-pandemic-brazil-8f360494ef5d1320a7618499d24512e1
https://news.yahoo.com/top-10-joke-candidates-090511216.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAANlCFqYBvoQJ0_XlXO7QuO9bPOlwoj05FYk6CaXyzlPRWcAEw1YrBF5-yhKz7vJqzYRehoUnep3ZK9brwFzgXADgwm-JZASgl6nbMndJ6Wa7lTaMneqB3Li3PXQ0ju3wuz1LohX3R4XBaV_Z7OwsPv0D3leqLO_9JCCNSIH-Uz7i
https://news.yahoo.com/top-10-joke-candidates-090511216.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAANlCFqYBvoQJ0_XlXO7QuO9bPOlwoj05FYk6CaXyzlPRWcAEw1YrBF5-yhKz7vJqzYRehoUnep3ZK9brwFzgXADgwm-JZASgl6nbMndJ6Wa7lTaMneqB3Li3PXQ0ju3wuz1LohX3R4XBaV_Z7OwsPv0D3leqLO_9JCCNSIH-Uz7i
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-britain-election-johnson-buckethead-idUSKBN1YH0FC
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-britain-election-johnson-buckethead-idUSKBN1YH0FC
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-britain-election-johnson-buckethead-idUSKBN1YH0FC
https://twitter.com/GrittyNHL
https://slate.com/culture/2020/11/gritty-2020-presidential-election-icon.html
https://slate.com/culture/2020/11/gritty-2020-presidential-election-icon.html
https://twitter.com/hughe_dillon/status/1324493307435749377
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oblvMdT_bLA
https://www.inquirer.com/arts/philadelphia-election-dancing-mailboxes-spiral-q-2020-20210708.html
https://twitter.com/NicoleConlan/status/1326928011963195397?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1326928011963195397%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.themarysue.com%2Fgritty-explanation%2F
http://twitter.com/EthicsSeal
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